THIS ARTICLE aims to help practitioners develop their understanding of the principles of action planning as well as their action planning skills. An approach called concept analysis was used with practitioners who were implementing a practice development strategy, to help them understand the characteristics of effective action planning. Two tools aimed at making action planning more rigorous and effective were developed from this process. The process is explained and the two tools are described.
Summary
This article describes how the authors helped practitioners to develop their action planning skills in conjunction with a practice development strategy in an acute hospital, using an approach called concept analysis, embellished by a systematic literature review. As a result of this, two tools were developed to help practitioners become more effective in action planning. This article describes the process and the tools that resulted, and illustrates the impact and benefits of using these tools in practice. It concludes that action planning, when undertaken rigorously and effectively, is a key skill for changing the workplace culture from one where the action plan belongs to one person to one where everyone takes responsibility for action.
During the research, as practitioners participated in the change cycles, the need for effective action planning became apparent. The first step involved analysis of the term 'action planning', using a concept analysis approach. From this analysis, two tools were developed to help practitioners become more effective in action planning. Box 1 provides an overview of the stages involved in clarifying the concept of action planning and developing the tools.
Concept analysis
Concepts enable us to organise experiences and communicate more effectively, and therefore they play an important role in our everyday activities and knowledge development (Rodgers 1994 Factors that enable the characteristics to be there.
Consequences of action planning.
Concept analysis is an approach derived from theory building, but it can also be used as a tool in practice development to establish a common understanding and vision about any concept that is the focus of change activity, for example, self-medication, prescribing, protected mealtimes and person-centred care. Different sources of data are used to inform concept analysis, such as the common understanding held by people using the term (the dispositional view, Rodgers 1994) and how the term is used in the literature (Morse 1995) .
Helping practitioners to understand action planning
Practitioners and practice developers attending a trust workshop, for whom action planning was an issue, were asked to identify the characteristics/attributes, enabling factors and consequences of action planning. The practitioners then split into small groups and clustered the ideas they had generated into a number of themes for each of the three parts of the concept analysis. These themes provided the group with some clarity about the essential characteristics of action planning, which they could then use in practice with their clinical teams.
A significant insight gained by practitioners was stimulated by the question: 'Who owns the action plans?' This led to the realisation that action plans needed to be 'our' (the team's) action plans rather than 'my' (an individual's) action plan, because involving others in the process of action planning enables the intended change to be achieved and sustained. Collaborative, inclusive and participatory working is a core characteristic of practice development (McCormack et al 2006) .
In the second stage of the concept analysis process, we (the authors) undertook a literature review to challenge and verify the themes that emerged from the practitioners' workshop. The 36 may 9 :: vol 21 no 35 ::
Clarifying the concept of action planning and developing the tools
Stage 1: Workshop with practice developers
Identify: -how action planning would be recognised -the attributes.
-the enabling factors for action planning.
-the consequences of action planning. Collate the responses into themes. Develop a draft framework for action planning and a self-assessment tool to ensure action planning is successful.
Stage 2: Systematic review of the literature
Use the findings to challenge and verify the themes emerging from stage 1.
BOX 2
Articles from 1985 to 2004 that contributed to an understanding of the action planning process terms 'action', 'plans', 'action plans' and 'plans of action' were used to search the British Nursing Index, Ovid, CINAHL (Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature) and Medline databases between 1985 and 2004. Although more than 2,000 articles were identified, only those perceived as having a key focus on the action planning process were reviewed. Twelve articles resulted, eight of which were analysed for the characteristics of action planning, its enabling factors and consequences (Box 2). The remaining four were news or editorial comment. Some additional themes emerged from the analysis, but most confirmed the practitioners' themes that originated from the workshop. Synthesising themes from the practitioners' workshop and the literature enabled us to refine both a framework and a self-assessment tool to help improve action planning.
A framework for understanding action planning
The framework constitutes the first tool. This is outlined in Table 1 and is linked to the questions originally posed to the practitioners. The analysis generated eight attributes of action planning that would be present if action planning was being implemented: 
Identified individuals and responsibilities
Identified lead/co-ordinator. Identified individual for each intended action.
Implementing action
Putting the actions into practice. Mechanisms for identifying and overcoming any barriers to action.
Ongoing evaluation and reporting
Reporting mechanisms for sharing progress.
Documentation and audit trail
Logical sequence of events from identification of the problem/issue to evaluation and ongoing action is evident.
Consequences
What are the consequences of effective action planning? Identified individuals with responsibilities for specific actions and co-ordination.
Implementation of planned actions is observed.
Ongoing evaluation and reporting about the action plan are observed.
Documentation of an audit trail for the whole action planning process is evident.
Five enabling factors that influence whether these attributes/characteristics are present were identified:
A culture of integration and coherent working exists.
Contextual initiatives for change are present.
Leadership and facilitation enable shared ownership to develop.
A learning culture is present.
Identified resources necessary for action planning are prioritised.
These factors are predominantly linked to leadership and workplace culture. The consequences of effective action planning are similarly reflected in the maintenance of the type of culture that promotes it, namely one where there is continued action relevant to local practice, learning and development. The resulting framework acts as a tool for ensuring that all of the attributes, enabling factors and consequences are present within the action planning process.
The second tool enables facilitators to assess their own effectiveness by applying a series of questions to the process and ensuring that all aspects of the concept are being addressed. This tool is outlined in Box 3.
Using the tools to achieve change in a clinical area
In one instance the tools were used by a clinical leader to devise an action plan for implementing the results of a trust-wide survey and observations of practice. Previously, senior nursing staff would have been responsible for developing an action plan but used an ad hoc method of reviewing progress. Consequently, on using the tool it was possible for the clinical leader to identify gaps in the current process and recognise what needed to be done to address them. As a result of using the tools in practice, a number of insights were gained (Box 4).
A number of outcomes were achieved in the clinical area as a result of the clinical leader acting on the insights gained from using the two tools (Box 5). These included evidence of action actually happening, as well as being sustained, and a noticeable shift in workplace culture to one where everyone takes responsibility for change.
Conclusion
Action planning may be defined as a logical sequence of events with a central focus on an issue/problem/change that can be addressed through action. Effective action planning can influence the culture supporting the proposed change by involving others and their expertise, enabling further developments in practice. The tools highlight the involvement of 'SMARTER' shared goals in action planning. Identification of individuals' roles and responsibilities in implementing specific actions ensures ownership and commitment, using clearly identified planning strategies to achieve these. Continuous documentation evaluating the progress ensures that a robust audit trail is available; this enables the barriers to successful action planning to be recognised and addressed.
A consequence of this action planning process may therefore be the movement of an organisation, or a group within it, towards a shared vision or goal. Effective action planning can be indicative of an effective workplace culture -one where there is individual and team responsibility for action and quality. However, effective action planning can also be a tool for developing such a culture in the longer term NS Insights gained by a clinical leader when using two action planning tools to improve her action
BOX 4
To share the results more widely with all disciplines and stakeholders and involve them in the action planning process.
To seek more patient feedback and involvement.
To reduce the number of action plans by integrating several sources of evidence into one action plan.
To set specific objectives with timescales and measurable outcomes with the team.
To develop a more robust system for monitoring changes.
